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African American women are bom into a society that is rich with culture and
deeply embedded stereotypical views. Their heritage is undeniably linked to a history of
extreme suffering and continuous devaluation.^ Despite their success in the educational
and professional realms, African American women continue to be one of the most
overlooked minorities in the United States.^ Women have been the back bone of the
African American community. African American women have provided inspiration,
education and values to the community, which have proven to be instmmental in the
development of all lives within their reach. As a result of significant changes that have
taken place in their lives over the past decades, African American women can now be
expected to earn more money, manage work and family, and continue with post¬
secondary education.^ Prior to the changes identified within the time frame, women
were pressed towards more traditional, stereotypical type professions. For African
American women the advancement towards and subsequent completion of post¬
secondary education, offer an opportunity for greater financial stability and prominence
within the community.
^Robert Staples, The Black Woman in America; Sex, Marriage and the Family.
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1973), 43.
^Andrew Billingsley, Ph.D. and Julia C. Elam, D.D., Inside Black Colleges and





Although African American women are constantly increasing their level of
education, there is still some disparity between them and other racial groups. Obtaining
an education is often one of the primary goals in the American community. Currently,
African American women earn substantially more bachelor degree's than African
American men."* The number of degrees earned by African American women, compared
to their male counterparts, have more than doubled between 1977 and 1991 In 1994,
African American women ages 18 and over, exceeded black men in having obtained at
least some college level education.^
In their efforts to pursue post-secondary education, African American women
often face complex challenges and issues. Women of color have to combat negative
stereotypes, societal stressors, and some personal inconsistencies, as well, all ofwhich
can be identified as some type of risk factor for this group. Stress has been identified as
a hidden factor in all of the major health problems faced by African American women. ^
Continuously over-extending herself, while trying to maintain control, can contribute to
the presence of stress in the lives ofAfrican American women. Unbalanced attitudes
towards work, exercise and relationships in general, usually helps to intensify the level of
^U.S. Department of Education, The Condition ofEducation 1994. Washington
D. C.: Office ofEducational Research and Inprovement, 1994.
^Ibid., 88.
^U.S. Department ofEducation, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest
ofEducation Statistics. Washington DC.: Office ofEducational Research and
Improvement, 1995.
^Bell Hook, Sisters of the Yam: Black Woman and Self Recovery. (Boston,
MA.: South End Press, 1993), 53.
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stress experienced by African American Women.* For African American women the
desire to succeed and obtain education beyond the high school level can bring about
added tension; consequently, pushing levels of stress beyond the normal healthy limits.
This study is designed to examine the relationship between the level of stress and
risk taking behaviors in academically successful African American women. African
American women have been referred to variously as Black and Afro-American and have
been included in categories such as "minority" and "women of color". Many of these
terms will be used in this study to refer to African American women. The term
academically successful refers to individuals currently enrolled in college and will be
used interchangeably with college students.
Statement of the Problem
Attempting to cope with life stressors can be a dilemma for African American
women. Early life experiences, familial relationships and biological factors are attributes
which shape how women of color deal with stressful events.^ During the adolescent
stage, risk-taking is apart of the normal transitional behavior for all races. A
combination of bio-psychosocial changes occur during this stage which factor into youth
taking risks, with this pattern of behavior continuing throughout young adulthood.
*Byllye Avery, The Health States of BlackWomen. (San Fransico: Jossey-Bass
Publishers, 1992), 45.
Gillian Comas-Diaz and Beverly Green, Women of Color: Intergrating Ethnic
and Gender Identities in Psychotherapy, editors L. Comas-Diaz and Beverly Green (New
York: The Guiford Press, 1992), 27.
^®Dona Schneider and Joyce Morris, "Risk-Taking Behaviors ofCollege
Students." Environment and Behavior (September, 1991); 575.
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terminating around the age of 24. ^' Subsequently, a significant amount of risk-taking
behaviors occur while individuals are in college. African American women often engage
in behaviors during their tenure in college to relieve stress, behaviors which may or may
not be viewed as risk taking.
Excessive and risky behavior such as abuse of food, tobacco, alcohol, drugs and
sexual activity are all common among college students. Over-indulging in fat-filled,
low nutritional foods is common among African American women. Over-eating is
often used as a coping mechanism for women of color. High incidences of obesity,
unhealthy coping mechanisms and increased societal stressors, are related to the misuse
and abuse of food by Black women.For many African American women, college is a
time of constant change and adjustment, which may cause them to feel severe stress.
Often times, experimentation with cigarettes, drugs, alcohol and sex, is a way to relieve
some of the stress and anxieties experienced during this period. Female college students,
regardless of race, report drinking mostly to help them to relax, and/or while eating or
celebrating some event/holiday.'^ 7 out of 10, African American women drink alcohol
^ * Dona Schneider and Joyce Morris, "Risk-Taking Behaviors oif College
Students," Environment and Behavior (September, 1991): 576
^^R.W. Jeffrey, "Risk Behaviors and Health: Contrasting Individuals and
Population Perspectives." American Psychologist 44,(1989): 1194.
Byllye Avery, The Health States ofBlackWomen (San Fransico: Jossey-Bass
Publisher, 1992), 44.
l^Ibid., 44.
Hunter, "Survey of the Social Context ofDrinking Among College
Women," Journal of Alchohol and Dmg Education 35. 3. (1990Y 73-80.
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on a sociable level, with at least 2 out of 10, falling within the classification of "heavy
drinkers". Although African American women are more likely to abstain from
drinking when compared to white women, the number of deaths caused by alcoholism in
non white women, most ofwhom were Black, rose to 71% in over a ten year period.
With the increased presence of crack cocaine in the African American community,
African American women have been identified as a high risk population. Currently, 1
in 5 African American women is abusing some kind ofdrug.^^ These substances range
from cigarettes to hard core drugs, like crack cocaine; vvith the number ofAfrican
American women becoming addicted to crack cocaine increasing steadily. Although
smoking has not been identified as a significant problem for African American women,
the effects caused by smoking to the health and well-being ofAfiican American women
in general is important. Increased incidences of low birth weight babies and respiratory
illnesses in African American women can be associated with cigarette smoking.^®
S. Department ofHealth and Human Services, Drug Use Among
Racial/Ethm'c Minorities (RockvilleMD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1995).
Marian Sandmaier, The Invisible Alcoholics: Women and Alcohol 2nd Ed.
(Blue Ridge Summit, Pa.: Tab Books, 1992), 138.
^*U.S. Department ofHealth and Human Services, Drug Use Among
Racial/Ethnic Minorites (Rockville MD; National Institue on Drug Abuse, 1995).
l^Ibid., 1991.
^^Georgia Division ofPublic Health. Community Health and Tobacco Prevention
Program, (September 1993).
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Significance and Purpose of the Study
This study contributes to the body of knowledge of social work literature on
academically successful African American women. Specifically, this study contributes to
the knowledge of risk taking behaviors engaged in by academically successful Afncan
American women, an area in which there is limited research. Another area of relevancy
is a contribution to the knowledge of the level of stress as it relates to the types of risky
behaviors, in which academically successful African American women participate.
Information obtained on risk taking behaviors in Afncan American women may aid in
identifying means to educate African American women in coping with the stress brought
on by pursuing post-secondary education. Furthermore, very little research exist on
specific issues of stress and physical well being as they relate to African American
women.
Being able to identify a certain behavior or behaviors as harmful or risky, is
extremely important in attempting to eliminate that activity. For African American
women, it is essential to recognize which behaviors can be damaging to their physical
and psychological well-being. With more and more Afncan American women pursing
post-secondary degrees and the amount of stress endured in trying to obtain these degrees
increasing, identification and acknowledgment ofparticipation in risk-taking activities is
imperative.
Educated women of color has become a commonality within the Afiican
American community. Moreover, it appears that increased incidences of stress and
alcohol related diseases have also intensified among women of color. Leading one to
assume that, pursuing an education beyond the secondary level for Afncan American
women, may be contributing to the stressors already experienced by these women on a
daily basis.
7
This study is being conducted for two exploratory reasons. First, it is the purpose
of this study to help identify some of the behaviors engaged in by academically
successful African American women, which have been recognized as risk-taking.
Second, it is the objective of this study to identify the role of stress in participation of the
identified risk-taking behaviors. It is believed that once these behaviors have been
recognized, it will be useful in helping African American women both in college and the
professional arena, develop reliant mechanisms in dealing with stressful situations.
CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Stress and African American Women
African American women encounter a number ofproblems due to their cultural,
racial, and historical status in the American social system. Moreover, when stress is
incorporated into this mixture, it can act as a catalyst, thus making life unbearable at
times. Stress can be described as that inescapable, unforeseen force experienced by all
human beings. No one goes through life without experiencing stress in some physical
and/or psychological form. Although stress is often an unavoidable factor of life, it is
not the stress itself that is the most damaging, but the way in which individuals handle it.
Stress poses a profound difficulty for all human beings. Historically, African
American women have been perceived as strong, independent types, capable ofjuggling
multiple roles with ease. Elisie Smith reported in her study," great deals of stress are
experienced by minority women as a result of the multiple roles they assume."'
Surprisingly, many African American women have adopted this view and engulfed
themselves into the idea of being this super black woman. As a result ofsocializing
themselves into this ideal belief system, African American women may be more likely to
experience undue stress, when compared to other female populations.
Knowing when to quit is correlated to knowing ones' limitations. For African
Americans, this realization has not been completely mastered by the women in its
community. Statistically, African American women are in "far worse health" than other
segments of the population.^ Higher levels of stress have contributed to increased
'Elisie J. Smith, "Mental Health and Service Delivery Systems for Black
Women," Journal of Black Studies 12,2, (Dec. 1981): 126.
^"The Health Status ofAfiican American Women." The Sun Reporter. 23
September 1992, p. 5.
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accounts ofhypertension, cardiovascular, and other chronic conditions among women of
color.^ Cope and Hall, also state that stress related diseases such as cancer,
cerebrovascular disease, accidents, and diabetes, occur more frequently in African
American women than among European women.In addition, with the number of single.
Black female headed households increasing, additional stressors are encountered by
women of color trying to provide the basic necessities for the family.
In the attempt to tackle past and present stereotypical views, many women of
color have made significant strides in the educational and professional arena. However,
with many ethnic minority populations, progress is oftentimes accompanied with
sacrifice. Unfortunately, for African American women, sacrifice may come in the form
ofneglected health, generally brought on by significantly higher levels of stress. Often
prolonging themselves in situations that are "routinely stressful and overwhelming" is a
contributing factor to Afncan American women's increased levels of stress.^ Some
studies have suggested that oppressive social condition, discrimination, sexism, and
racism are also related to stress in African American women.^ Another study infers that
because Black women as a group in general, do not tend to seek assistance for emotional
^"The Health Status ofAfrican American Women," The Sun Reporter. 23
September 1992, p. 5.
Cope and H. Hall," The Health Status ofBlack Women in the U.S.:
Implications for Health Psychology and Behavioral Medicine," Sage 2,2, (Fall 1985):
22.
^Lillian Comas-Diaz and Beverly Green, Women ofColor: tntergrating Ethnic
and Gender Identities in Psychotheraphy. editors L. Comas-Diaz and Beverly Green (New
York: Guilford Press, 1992), 22.
^Anita Jackson and Susan J. Sears, "Implications of an Afncentric World View in
Reducing Stress for African American Women," Journal of Counseling and
Development 17, (Nov/Dec 1992): 184-189.
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problems and are more likely to utilize informal sources ofhelp, may be a contributing
factor to some of the unnecessary tension experienced by women of color7
In Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend's study, it was reported that: "Black Americans
face greater stress demands and are exposed to more insidious status of class and race
related stress", when compared to other racial groups * A similar and more recent study
also reported that Black Americans underwent "greater amounts of stressful experiences
compared to their white counterparts."^ Although these studies do not specifically state
Tslack women', one can infer the findings of these reports to women because women
represent a significant percentage of the Afncan American population.
Emotional well being is a key factor in being able to successfully deal with
stressful life events. African American women reported the lowest level of "emotional
well being" across sex and race with at least 63% reporting moderate to severe levels of
stress, according to Mullins 1984 study, where he cited findings from a 1975 Health
Interview Survey.^®
Research also suggests that as primary care-takers in the family system. Black
women are burdened with the expectations of staying well in order to care for others in
^Vickie Mays, "BlackWomen and Stress Utilization ofSelfHelp Group for
Stress Reduction," Women and Therapy 4, (Winter 1994): 76.
*B.S. Dohrenwend and B.P. Dohrenwend," Class and Race as Status-Related
Sources of Stress," S. Levine & N.A. Scotch Ed. Social Stress (Chicago, 1970): 111-140.
^Ivor L. Livingston, "Stress, Hypertension and Young Black Americans: The
Importance ofCounseling." Journal of Multicutural Counseling and Development 21.3,
(July 1993): 132.
^®L. Mullings, "Minority Women, Work and Health," W. Chavin edition. Double
Exposure: Womens Health Hazard on the Job and at Home (New York: Monthly
Review Press, 1984): 121-138.
11
the family system. Smith supports the findings of research on the role ofwomen in the
black family by stating: "The well known role of the Black woman in the family,
subjects her to more of the stresses of modem living." And Smith continues, "That is,
countless black women labor each week at hard and pressurized jobs and then daily must
see to the care of the home, including children, often without the assistance of a male
partner."
Traditional beliefs, customs and practices in the African American culture,
historically have been overlooked by the dominant society in the United States. In an
attempt to assimilate in mainstream culture, many African Americans have had to depart
from traditional practices in the African American community. The burden of trying
to belong for African American women, presents a dual problem, possibly contributing to
the amount of stress already experienced on a daily level. First, she is ostracized by her
family and relatives for departing from her heritage; and second, she is often criticized by
the dominant culture and considered second class, because of her gender and ethnicity.
Cox states, for Afiican American women the; "Attempt to accept and be apart of the
dominant cultures world view while at the same time being made to feel apart from it
because of the reality of their own Africanness is constraining.".^^
^^Elisie J. Smith," Mental Health and Service Delivery Systems for Black
Women," Journal ofBlack Studies 12,2, (Dec 1981): 126.
Akbar, Chains and Images ofPsychological Slavery (New Jersey: New
Mind Productions, 1984).
^^C. Cox, Acculturative Stress andWorld View ,Unpublished Doctoral
Dissertation (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University, 1988).
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Risk- Taking and African American Women
Surviving and thriving despite life stresses presents a difficult task for many
individuals. Often times individuals engage in activities to help them relieve/reduce
stress, activities which may lead to some unhealthy consequences. For many African
Americans, specifically women, these behaviors are not perceived as being risky or risk¬
taking. Julia Boyd states, "dangerous habits, those habits that lead to addiction, aren't
accidents, but habits acquired for immediate relief from the pains and pressures in our
lives.Moreover, even after these habits have been identified as being a risk, they are
still not recognized. Richard Carney, Ph.D., states in his study that there are many things
that people do which may be called "risky", which as far as they are concerned are not
risky or not as risky as others think.
The concept of risk can be applied to almost any "human interaction/situation in
which the outcome is uncertain". Some simple activities such as taking a shower,
sitting down in a chair or even walking up or down stairs, contains some degree of risk,
but are not generally perceived accordingly. However, other excessive behaviors such as
smoking, drinking alcohol, drug taking and over/under eating, all ofwhich have been
identified as risky activities, are still not acknowledged as being a risk, specifically
within the African American community.
^'^Julia A. Boyd. Girlfriend to Girlfriend: Everyday Wisdom and Affirmation
From the Sister Circle (New York: Dutton Book Publisher, 1995), 86.
^^Richard E. Carney, Ph D., Risk-Taking Behavior Concepts, Methods and




Are females more prone to take risk when compared to their male counterparts?
One study conducted on gender and sensation seeking, found that men often scored
higher than women on most sensation seeking scales. Suggesting that there is a
possibility that men are more prone to be risk takers. Another study conducted on sex-
role orientation and risk taking behaviors indicated that culture played a more significant
role in risk-taking behavior than gender. However, most of the literature is
inconsistent with its findings and generally support the notion that males are more riskier
than females. Furthermore, some of the personality traits identified in individuals
who are more prone to be risk takers include: persistent and effective in communication;
efficient and clear thinking; manipulative and opportunistic in dealing with others;
aggressive and task oriented, traits which have been characterized as being more
prominent in the masculine rather than female profile.^® There is no denying that men in
general are more prone to engage in risky activities when compared to women.
However, as we continue to expand our perception of risk taking, to include behaviors
which lead to unhealthy consequences and/or participation in unhealthy behaviors which
^ ^Marvin Zuckerman, Samuel Ball, and James Black, "Influence of Sensation
Seeking, Gender, Risk Appraisal and Situational Motivation on Smoking," Addictive
Behaviors 15,(1990): 217.
^^Richard E. Carney, Ph.D., Risk Taking Behavior Concepts. Method and
Application to Smoking and Drug Abuse (Springfield, Ill: Charles C. Thomas Publishers,
1971), 20.
i^Yael Margolin Goldenberg, The Relationship of Sex Role Oreintation and Self




are not perceived or acknowledged as thus, then women may be viewed more as risk
takers.
What characterizes African American women as being risk takers, ifwomen as a
whole are not prone to engage in risk taking activities? Two factors have been identified
as having a significant role in classifying African American women as risk takers. The
first factor is how African American women individually deal with societal stressors,
and second, the types ofbehavior African American women engage in to help
relieve/reduce stress. Some of the activities used by Afncan American women to help
reduce stress include exercising, taking up a hobby and/or spending time with the family.
However, some of the more frequently used stress combators by African American
women may include, but are not limited to, drinking alcohol, over eating, drug use/abuse
and some promiscuous sexual practices.
Risk Taking Behaviors
Alcoholism has been identified as one of the most addictive problems in the
US.^^ The problem ofalcoholism in the black and otherminority communities is more
devastating than any other population. Valiere Alcena, MD., FACP., reported that
drinking begins early in Blacks, due in part to them seeing their parents drink and/or to
help themselves relieve stress and agitation.^^ The casual use of alcohol in the Afncan
American community is not an uncommon behavior used to help individuals relax and/or
reduce tension. Heavy week-end drinking is a method frequently used in the Afncan
Cope and H. Hall," The Health States ofBlackWomen in the U.S.:
Implications for Health Psychology and Behavioral Medicine," Sage 2,2, (Fall 1985):
22.
22valiere Alcenas, MD, FACP, The Afi-ican American Health Book: A
Prescription for Improvement (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1992), 105.
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American community to help eliminate stress or anxiety and is not viewed as a deviant
behavior.
Research in the past failed to look at the impact ofalcohol and substance use in
African American females. However, with the number of alcohol related illnesses
increasing in women of color, literature in this area appears to be on the rise. Most of the
literature on African American females and alcohol abuse, suggest that women of color
are more likely to abstain from drinking when compared to their white counterparts.^'^
The literature does state however that African AmericanWomen, are more at risk for
developing alcoholism when compared to their male counterparts and less likely to
acknowledge when their drinking has become a problem, thus putting them at a greater
risk for developing alcohol related diseases and complications.^^ This is evidenced by
the fact that African American women suffer from more health problems related to
alcoholism than men.^^ The rates for mortality attributed to cirrhosis of the liver have
significantly increased for black women in over a 10 year period.^^ Increased stress has
^^T. D. Watts and R. Wright," Black Alcoholism," Journal of Alcohol and Drug
Fducation 33,2,(1988): 76-80.
^'^Joyce E. Williams, Robert G. Newby and Hugo E. Konitz, "Assessing the Need
for Alcohol Abuse Programs for African American College Students," Journal of
Multicultural Counseling and Development 21, (July 1993): 158.
2^N. Cope and H. Hall, "The Health States ofBlack Women in the U.S.:
Implications for Health Psychology and Behavioral Medicine," Sage 2,2, (Fall 1985):
22.
^^Valiere Alcena, MD, FACP., The African American Health Book: A
Prescription for Improvement (New York: Carol Publishing Group, 1992), 112.
^^Elisie J. Smith, "Mental Health and Service Delivery Systems for Black
Women," Journal ofBlack Studies 12,2, (December 1981): 127.
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been identified as one of the main casual factors in the reasons why Afncan American
women are turning to alcohol to them reduce stress.
PrugUss
With the increased prevalence of crack cocaine and other drugs in the African
American community, alcoholism is no longer the only drug of choice for women of
color. Afncan American women are currently one of the highest subgroups in the US
population using illicit drugs.^* Although a vast majority of the literature conducted on
drug use in Afncan American women, does not include women who are not pregnant,
HTV/AJDS infected or classified in the lower socioeconomic status, it appears that drug
use among African American women in general is becoming a commonality.
The presence of illicit drugs in Black and other minorities, has had a significant
impact on its community life and development. Although their has been a significant
decrease in drug use on a nationwide level, cocaine use among Blacks and Hispanics is
still relatively high.^^ With at least 1 out of 5 Afiican American women being addicted
to some type of illicit drug(s).^® Estimates for life time drug use of any form, placed
African American women at the top of the ethnic minorities group. Furthermore, illicit
drug use during pregnancy is nearly three times higher among African American women
with 12.6%, as compared to Hispanics women, 4.6% and white women with 4.4%, with
Department ofHealth and Human Services, Drug Use Among Racial/Ethnic
Minorities. Rockville MD.: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1995.
2^ark A. Siegel, Ph.D., Alison Landes, B.A., and Nancy R. Jacobs, M.A., Illegal
Drugs and Alcohol - American Anguish, editors Carol Foster et al. (Wylie, Texas:
Information Plus, 1989), 76.
^^.S. Department ofHealth and Human Services, Drug Use Among
Racial/Ethnic Minorities IRockbille MP: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1995).
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the primary drug of choice being crack cocaine second to alcohol and marijuana running
a not so distant third.
The use ofmarijuana has dropped significantly since 1985, when 13.1% ofblacks
were using.^^ However, marijuana appears to be making a resurgence back into the
African American community. Over the past 2 to 3 years marijuana use has significantly
increased, specifically appealing to the youth population. Consequently the literature on
marijuana use has been limited to adolescents and youths, creating an extensive literature
gap on the prevalence ofmarijuana use among adult African American females.
Risky Sexual Behavior
Generally perceived as being sexually promiscuous, African American women
have fought hard to dispel sexual myths in the past. However, this trend appears to be
changing among African American women. Literature suggests that women, particularly
Black women are currently one of the fastest growing subgroups of AIDS victims, at risk
for contracting the disease primarily through fV Drug use and heterosexual contact.^^
Thereby, leading one to believe one of two things: 1) African American women are
actually becoming more sexually active, or 2) African American women are being less
cautious in their sexual practices.
The overall literature on risky sexual practices among women of color is
^^U.S. Department ofHealth and Human Services, Drug Use Among
Racial/Ethnic Minorities (Rockville MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 1995).
^^Alison Landes, B.A., Carol; Foster, B.A., MLS., and Nancy Jacobs, M.A.,
Minorities - A Changing Role in American Society, editors Carol Foster et al. (Wylie
Texas; Information Plus, 1994), 71.
^^Gail E. Wyatt and Monika H. Riederle, "Reconceptualizing Issues that Affect
Women Sexual Decision Making and Sexual Function," Psychology of Women
Quarterly 18.4, (December 1994): 612.
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generally limited to a sample population of IV Drug users or HTV/AIDS infected women,
with the bulk of it reporting that women ofcolor possibly place themselves in a higher
risk category of sexual practices.^'^
However, some of the literature conducted on women and sexual practices, states
that many women, both black and white do not perceive themselves at risk for
contracting STD's and underestimate their risk.^^ It has also been found that many
women, specifically African American women are less likely to request their partners to
use condoms and if so, their condom use in inconsistent.^^ Wyatt and Riederle's study,
conducted on sexual decision making and sexual function in women, reports that:
"Although social and cultural pressures discourage women from acquiring adequate
sexual knowledge, many women engage in risky sexual behavior", despite the lack of
knowledge about safe sex practices.^ ^
Eating Habits
Messages women receive about they way they are suppose to eat may be
correlated to unhealthy eating patterns. As a stress reliever among women of color,
eating has been commonly used for several years. On the average it has been reported
that Black women are more overweight than other race-sex groups.^*
^"^John L. Peterson and Roger Bakerman, "AIDS and IV Drug Use Among Ethnic
Minorities," Journal ofDrug Issues 19,1, (1989): 27.
35lbid., 27.
36lbid., 27.
^^Gail E. Wyatt and Monika H. Riederele, "Reconceptualizing Issues that Affect
Women Sexual DeccisionMaking and Sexual Function," Psychology ofWomen
Quarterly 18,4, (December 1994): 615.
Cope and H. Hall, "The Health Status ofBlackWomen in the US.,
Implications for Health Psychology and Behavioral Medicine," Sage 2,2,
19
With a diet already saturated with fat, red meat and too much salt, accompanied
with the tendency to exercise less. Black women have a tendency to become more obese
than white women. Stress has been identified as having a significant role in the dieting
habits ofwomen. Increased incidences ofobesity, imhealthy coping mechanism and
increased societal stressors, are related to the misuse and abuse of food by women of
color.
Stress and African American Women in College
The thought ofbeing able to attend college appears to be becoming a reality for
many African American youth. Moreover, the yearning to pursue a degree beyond the
undergraduate college level is no longer an impossibility. Gaining knowledge that will
help to enhance personal and social skills, while trying out exciting and new concepts is
the essence of the college experience. However, despite all of the diversification and fun
experienced by college students, this time can also be one of the most stressful periods in
a individuals life, outside of adolescents.
More Black students than ever before are on American college campuses, with a
significant percentage of these students being female. Presenting itself in many forms,
ranging from financial difficulty to writing a paper, stress is an intrinsic part ofbeing a
student. Barbara Gunning states in her study, "stress in inevitable as a person
experiences strains and tension in all aspects of life".'^^
(Fall, 1985): 21.
^^alerie Alcena, MD, FACP., The African-American Health Book: A
Perscription for Improvement (New York: Carol Publishing, 1992), 14.
"'^Bylle Avery, The Heatlh Status ofBlack Women (San Fransico: Jossey-Bass
Publishers, 1992), 44.
'^^Barbara Byrd Gunnings, "Stress and the Minority Student on a Predominately
White Campus," Journal of Non-White Concerns ^October 19821: 11.
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Is there a difference in the amount of stress experienced by African American female
students when compared to their white counterparts? Most of the literature pertaining to
stress and minority students has taken place on predominately white campuses.
Consistently reporting that minority students do experience more stress, particularly
those who attend predominately white institutions.
Gloria Edmunds, cited in her study that, "Blacks at predominately white
universities reported more interpersonal stress".The study goes on to list six areas in
which African American students experiences a significant amount of stress, which
include: personal, interpersonal, academic, environmental, financial, and career; with
financial problems being identified as the highest source of stress for African American
students.^^ Another study indicated thatminority students on predominately white
campuses: "occupy a relatively more stressful position in their campus social
structure".
^^Gloria Edmunds, "Needs Assessment Strategy for Black Students: An
Examination ofStressors and Program Implications," Journal of Non-White Concerns
(January 1984): 49.
43lbid., 49.
^Barbara Byrd Gunnings," Stress and the Minority Student on a Predominately
White Campus," Journal of Non-White Concerns (October 19821: 13.
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As stress specifically applies to African American women, Jacqueline Flemming,
found that Afncan American women on white campuses, generally are more assertive,
possibly stemming from social isolation, lack ofopportunity for heterosexual
relationships and a non-supportive campus climate.^^ Factors which can produce a
significant amount of stress in an individuals already faced with the task of trying to
successfully graduate. Although a vast majority of the literatiue on stress and Black
students do not specifically indicate, "Black females', one can infer the findings of these
studies to the female population because they make up a substantial percentage of the
minority student population.
Is it safe to assume that African American female students who attend
predominately Black colleges and Universities are relatively stress free. A significant
portion of the literature about Black students in Black colleges, focuses on
socioeconomic background, high school preparation, motivation and ambition levels
among black students.^^ However, a few studies have made an attempt to examine stress
among Black students attending predominately Black colleges. The majority of the
literature indicates that Black students who attend predominately Black institutions have
fewer stressors, with their levels of stress being somewhat lower.
Walter Allen, stated that, "Black students face a trade-off in higher education: on
black campuses they purchase psychological well being, cultural affinity and nurturing
academic relations". And Allen continues, "At the cost of limited physical facilities.
'^^Jacqueline Flemming, "BlackWomen in Black and White College
Enviroments: The Making ofA Matriarch," Journal ofSocial Issues 39, (Spring-Winter
1983): 41-54.
"^^Charles V. Willie, and Donald Cunnigen, "Black Students in Higher Education:
A Review of Studies," Aimual Review ofSociology 7,(1981): 177-198.
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fewer resources and more restricted academic programs".'*^ Another study suggest that
despite what college Black students attend, they seem to place more stress on themselves
in setting high academic goals and obtaining high grades.'^® For African American
women, according to Flemming, the climate ofBlack institutions may help with self-
reliance and achievement concerns, however, with the presence of substantial more
Black males, African American women could be pressured into more passive "traditional
unassertive channel
Although there is a definite lack of information specifically pertaining to the
impact of stress among African American female students, it is imperative not to classify
this area as a matter of unimportance. It is possible to assume that similar to African
American women, minority female students also rely on informal sources of support and
therefore contributing to the lack of research literature on stress and African American
female college students.
Risk-Taking and African American Female Students
The African American women has a natural and necessary role to play in the
building of a strong community. Her role involves those things which she is
automatically responsible for by nature and other things which she takes on out of the
'^^Walter R. Allen, "Blacks-vs-White Institutions ofHigher Learning, "Los Angles
Sentinel tV. 58, N. 17) 8-27-92, B4.
'^^Jack Keller, Chris Pitrowski, and Dave Sherry, "Perceptions of the College
Environment and Campus Life; The Black Experience," Journal ofNon-White Concerns
(July 1982): 130.
"^^Jacqueline Flemming, "Black Women in Black and White College
Environments: The Making of the Matriarch," Journal of Social Issues 39, (Spring-
Winter 1983): 45.
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desire to be of some value in the American system. Obtaining an education is not a role
that has been assumed by African American women, due to nature, but out ofnecessity.
The necessity ofbeing able to compete and act as a viable soiuce, both in and outside of
the African American community. But many struggles come with trying to obtain an
education. Considering how, African American females deal with these unique struggles
and strains, is urgent.
Taking a risk, is a phrase which could be used to describe some of the behaviors
African American female students participate in to alleviate some of the stress
experienced while in college. It is possible that African American female students, view
participation in those identified risk behaviors as, "good; adding excitement; lowering
stress levels; or adding meaning to life", as stated by Richard Carney, Ph.D., when he
expands upon the notion that risk-taking may not be harmful.^® However, if risk-taking
is viewed as a, "choice or selection ofalternatives among many, which could leave the
individual in a worse position, than if he/she had selected another one or none at all".^^
Then, participation in risky behaviors such as, alcohol abuse, drug use, risky sexual
practices and/or unhealthy eating habits, may have instant gratification, with long term
health consequences.
Alcohol
Drinking alcohol is common among college students. Students may use alcohol
for various reasons, ranging from social issues to personal insecurities. Research on
alcohol use among college students shows a consistent finding that most college students
^^Richard E. Carney, Ph.D., Risk Taking Behavior Concepts. Method and




drink and a substantial minority drink to excess.Accompanied with a significant
portion of them not viewing excessive alcohol drinking in response to interpersonal
problems or during social situation, as a problem.
Literature specifically related to alcohol use among African American female
students is limited and/or inferred in studies on Black students in general. Some
research reports that female African American students, are less likely to fall in the
category of being a heavy drinker when compared to their white counterparts.^'^ Other
findings indicate that Black female college students, report drinking mostly to relax, or
celebrating an event/holiday, or of a sociable nature. Whatever the factors or
conditions, which may entice African American female students to use alcohol, whether
or not they drink in excess is not of the uttermost importance, but, the way and the
frequency in which alcohol is used by Black female college students.
^^John A. Humphrey, Ph.D., Virginia Stephens, MSW, and Donald F. Allen,
Ph.D., "Race, Sex, Marijuana Use an Alcohol Intoxification in College Students,"
Journal of Studies on Alcohol 44,4, (1983): 733.
^^Jon K. Mills, Vivian Sirgo and Diane Hartjes, "Perceptions ofExcessive
Alcohol Consumption in Stressful and Nonstressful Situation Among Undergraduates,"
Journal ofPsychology 127, 5, ( September 1983): 543-546.
^‘^John A Humphrey, Ph.D., Virginia Stephens, MSW, and Donald F. Allen,
Ph.D., "Race, Sex, Marijuana Use and Alcohol Intoxification in College Students,"
Journal of Studies on Alcohol 44,4, (1983), 733.
Hunter, "Survey of the Social Context ofDrinking Among College Women,"
Journal ofAlcohol and Drug Education. 35,3,(1990): 73-80.
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Drug Use
In terms of drug use, it has been found that illicit drug use among college
students, regardless of race, is relatively low. The most commonly used drug among
college students, second to alcohol, is cigarettes.^^ Marijuana, is the most commonly
used illegal drug reportedly used among college students in general, all ethnicity's
represented.^^ However, Black students showed the lowest usage rates on most drugs,
licit and illicit, when compared to white students.^* Once again these findings are being
inferred to Airican American female students, when referring to Black students.
For African American female students, it may be safe to assume that illicit drug
use is not as popular as other easily accessible drugs, such as alcohol and cigarettes. The
literature on cigarette smoking among African American female college students is
scarce. However, most of the research literature on smoking suggest that most
individuals begin smoking prior to entering college, with the percentage of daily cigarette
smoking increasing in college. However, this increase is not as high among black
students as compared to white students.
^^Llyod Johnston, Ph.D., Patrick O’Malley, Ph.D., and Jerald Bachman, Ph.D.,
Smoking. Drinking and Illicit Drug Use Among American Secondary School Students.
College Students and Young Adults 1975-1991 vol 2 (RockvilleMD; National Institute






College students may be more vulnerable to STD's, because they typically engage
in sexual activity with one or more sexual partners during their college years. Desiderate
and Crawford, stated that 42% of college women indicated they would lie about the
number of sexual partner they have, when placed in a hypothetical scenario.^® Condom
use among female college students has also been found to be overwhelming inconsistent,
regardless of race.^^
Literature pertaining specifically to African American female students and risky
sexual practices is limited, or included in studies where all ethnicity's are represented.
Baldwin and Baldwin, found in their random sample of university students in 1988, that
the average number of sexual partners for sexually active individuals was two, within a
three month time span.^^ Another study, conducted on risky sexual practices among
college students, found that over 40% of females and 69% ofmales in its follow-up
study sample, reported having more than one sexual partner. All ethnic groups were
represented in this study. Ernest Johnson, also cited findings from another study
^^Laurie Desiderate, and Helen J. Crawford," Risky Sexual Beahvior in College
Students; Relationship Between Numbers of Sexual Partners, Disclosure ofPrevious
Risky Behavior and Alchol Use," Journal of Youth and Adolescence 24, 1,(1995): 56.
^^Emest H. Johnson, Risky Sexual Behaviors Among AfncanAmericans (New
York: Praeger Publisher, 1993), 55.
^^J.D. Baldwin and J. I. Baldwin, "AIDS Information and Sexual Behavior on a
Unviersity Campus," Field Reports 14, (1988): 24-28.
^^Emest H. Johnson. Risky Sexual Behaviors Among African Americans (New
York: Praeger Publisher, 1993), 55.
27
conducted on youth African American adults, which revealed that at least 14% of the
women were sexually active, involved with more than one partner.^ It is interesting to
note that alcohol consumption and drug use has been found to be significantly related to
the number of sexual encounters and sexual partners among male and female college
students.
Eating Habits
With the misuse of food, incidences ofobesity and a tendency to exercise less
being common among women of color, it is possible to assume that abnormal eating
habits among African American female college students is of significance. The
literature on abnormal eating habits among Afhcan American college students is virtually
nonexistent. However, it has been found that stress plays a significant role in the eating
behaviors among female college students, regardless of race.
Between meals eating and a high consumption of junk food appears to be a way
of life for many college students. Historically having had to compensate for meals
served with a high concentration of starch and grease in college cafeteria's, African
American students have relied upon snack machine food and/or junk food to help curb
their appetite. Consequently, many ethnic female students have developed unhealthy
dietary patterns.
Although eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia, are not seen as
often among black female students when compared to white female students; issues with
^Ernest H. Johnson, Risky Sexual Behaviors Among Afiican Americans (New
York; Praeger Publisher, 1993), 56.
^^Laurie Desiderate, and Helen J. Crawford," Risky Sexual Behavior in College
Students: Relationship Between Numbers of Sexual Partners, Disclosure of Previous
Risky Sexual Behavior and Alcohol Use," Journal of Youth and Adolescence 24, 1,
(1995): 58.
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low self esteem and high public self-consciousness, have been associated with
problematic eating among ethnic female college students.^^ Stress and anxiety, have also
been found to be correlated with irregular eating habits among female college students.^^
It is believed that binge eating is a common method used by female college students,
regardless of race, in helping to reduce stress and anxiety.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY
From an Afrocentric viewpoint, participation in risk taking behaviors, the
dependent variable of this study, among African American female students may be
explained by at least two variables: 1) their level ofAfrican Self-Consciousness (ASC)
or self knowledge, and 2) their level of spiritual alienation. African Self-Consciousness,
a concept developed by Baldwin and Bell, can be succinctly defined as a state awareness
among an African American that she is a part ofan African/African American cultural
group and that her behavior should be aimed at fostering the collective survival,
advancement, and prosperity of people ofAfrican descent.^* Characterized by principles
that originated in Africa and reflecting the values, attitudes and customs ofAfricans and
^^G.E. Akan, and C. M. Grilo, "Sociocultural Influences on Eating Attitudes and
Behaviors, Body Image and Pyschological Functioning: A Comparison ofAfrican
American, Asian- American, and Caucasian College Women," International Journal of
Eating Disorder 18,2, (Sept 1995): 181-187.
^^Cheryl Haslam, Robin Stevens, and Roger Haslam, "Eating Habits and Stress
Correlates in a Female Student Population," Work and Stress 3,4, (Oct-Dec 1989):
327-334.
Baldwin, and Y. Bell, "Psychology Black Americans. The African Self
Consciousness scales: An Africentric Personality Questionnaire," The Western Journal
ofBlack Studies 9.(1985): 61-68.
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people of African descent, is the essence of the Afrocentric viewpoint. Being made
aware of the oppression of people of African descent, and the need for African people to
become more selforiented, in order to help in the unification and advancement of the
African American race, are some of the key objectives of this viewpoint.^® Using this
frameworkwill enable one to define the thoughts and behaviors ofAfrican American
women from a "culturally relavant and more positive" framework.
It is assumed that when one becomes more in-tune with selfor learns more about
ones self, only then can that person begin to understand the forces that guide them into
participation in various behaviors. Concern with eliminating the oppression that black
people face and thus, desires to advance African Americans politically, culturally and
economically, becomes one of the focuses of an individual with self-knowledge.^^
The over availability of illicit drugs, liquor stores, sexual promiscuity and
unhealthy eating practices is recognized by persons with increased self-knowledge.
Therefore, one is less likely to participate in risky behaviors such as the ones identified
above, because they have a more keen interpersonal relationship with self Furthermore,
they are able to visualize, how participation in these behaviors has an overall effect on
the African American community.
Anita Jackson, and Susan J. Sears, "Implication of an Africentric World View
in Reudcing Stress for African American Women," Journal ofCounseling and
Development 17, (Nov/Dec 1992): 185.
^Olbid., 186.
7ilbid., 186.
Anita Jackson, and Susan J. Sears, "Implications of an Africentric World View
in Reducing Stress for African American Women," Journal ofCounseling and
Development 17, (Nov/Dec 1992): 186.
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When one understands and acknowledges that she is connected to all things and
all people, then one realizes that his or her behavior also affects, no matter how
indirectly, the behavior, comfort and conditions of others. Spiritual alienation can be
described as a disbelief that everything in the universe is not functionally coimected
through some higher being. Individuals who believe in the spiritual concept of self and
others, begins to understand the intercormectedness of all things and people and
acknowledges the importance of a creator or higher power.
Spirituality is intrinsic in development of ones self-worth, ones ability to be
considerate of others and how their actions could adversely affect not only themselves
but others as well. Within this framework one seeks to advance human life, not devalue
and destroy. Consequently individuals with low spiritual alienation are less likely than
those with high spiritual alienation to abuse drugs, alcohol, food and/or sex, because they
realize the enormous consequences of their use/abuse for self and others.
Acknowledging the creator or higher being and the presence of this spirit in one's
self, allows individuals to become concerned with how their life reflects the highest of
moral principles and standards of excellence. 'Doing the right thing" becomes an integral
part of their existence. This person endeavors to behave in a way that will not defile their
temple, body, soul, their being. Consequently, acts ofmediocrity and maliciousness are
avoided, to the extent where participation in acts such as abuse of drugs, alcohol, food
and promiscuous sex, is not considered. Then those with high spiritual alienation are
more likely to participate in risky-taking or risky behaviors.
Anita Jackson, and Susan J. Sears, "Implications ofan Africentric World View
in Reducing Stress for African AmericanWomen," Journal ofCounseling and
Development 17, (Nov/Dec 1992): 187.
74lbid., 187.
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STATEMENT OF THE NULL HYPOTHESIS
Null Hypothesis:
There will be no statistically significant relationship between stress and the types
of risk taking behaviors engaged in by academically successful African American female
students.
Variables




Risk taking: Participation in an activity that may lead to unknovvn and/or unwanted
consequences, had one not taken part in the activity at all.
Risky Behavior: An activity, ifparticipated in, which may lead to unhealthy
consequences or problems.
Stress: Physical and/or psychological pressure, force or strain on the human body
system.
Stressor: Events, actions or circumstances, which may cause or enhance an individual to
experience stress.
Academically Successful. Individuals who are currently enrolled in a college or
university and actively seeking a college degree.
Sexually Promiscuous: Being sexually involved with more than one person during the
course of a relationship and/or the failure to practice safe sex.
African SelfConsciounesss: Understanding the impact of African culture and beliefs on
ones individual values, attitudes and behaviors.
Afrocentric: A term used to refer to any concept, person, place or thing, that is centered
or based in African cultures and/or belief
CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
This study utilized a Descriptive or Explanatory research design to test the
hypotheses. A Descriptive or Explanatory study requires the development of an
instrument appropriate for attaining the desired information.
This research design is utilized for the development of social technology or in the
formation, selection, evaluation and assembly or relevant basic information for purposes
of technological innovation.^
In this study the researcher was interested in finding out whether or not there are
any specific behaviors used by African American college females affected by stress and
their perception of risk.
The researcher selected to conduct a self-report study utilizing a questionnaire,
the questionnaire allowed the researcher to collect standardized, quantifiable information
from a sample of respondents. This procedure requires less time, less expense, and
permits collection of data from a larger size sample. Another benefit of using a
questionnaire is that it allows the researcher to ask questions needed to gather
information to test the hypotheses.
Sample Population
The population for this study consisted ofAfiican American females who were
currently enrolled in college. Since it is not practical to select a random sample from all
African American females enrolled in college, the researcher used a non-probability
Purposive sampling frame. This sampling design is predicated on the assumption that the
^RichardM. Griimell, "Social Work Research and Evaluation," (Illinois: F.E.
Peacock Publishers Inc., 1981), 601.
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researcher has sufficient knowledge related to the research problem to allow selection of
"typical" persons for inclusion in the sample.^ The Purposive research design is a sample
design based on appropriate, available sampling units.
The sample population consisted of a total of 35 African American females who
were currently enrolled in a college or university. The age range of the sample
respondents was between 18- 50 years of age. The sampling population consisted of
African American females enrolled in a college/university and classified as either a: 1)
Freshman, 2) Sophomore, 3) Junior, 4) Senior or 5) Graduate level student.
The questionnaire was designed so that it could be self administered only. 35 of
the respondents completed the self administered questionnaire.
Research Setting
There are a substantial number of African American females attempting to obtain
post- secondary education in the City ofAtlanta. Currently, African American females
represent approximately 45% of the students actively pursuing post-secondary degrees at
various colleges and Universities throughout the metro Atlanta area. This study included
African American females ranging in age from 18 to 50. The sample included 35 African
American females who responded to the questionnaire.
Sampling
The population of this study consists ofAfncan American females who are
enrolled in college or University in theMetro Atlanta Area. The sample population
consisted primarily ofAfrican American females, currently enrolled in school classified
as either a: 1) Freshman, 2) Sophomore, 3) Junior, 4) Senior or 5) Graduate level student.
^Richard M. Grinnell, "SocialWork Research and Evaluation," (Illinois: F.E.
Peacock Publishers, Inc., 1981), 601.
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Instrument Design
The questionnaire utilized in the study is an original questionnaire developed by
the researcher. The questionnaire consisted of 25 question related to stress, alcohol use,
drug use, sexual behavior and eating habits. The questionnaire was designed to be self-
reporting; therefore, the researcher did not have to explain or verbally communicate any
instructions to the respondents during the administration of the questionnaire.
Sampling Frame
In March of 1995, the researcher visited two college campuses located in the
metro Atlanta area. Those two schools included, Clark Atlanta University and Georgia
State University. The researcher did not have to obtain permission from any of the
respondents parents, as the questionnaire was only administered to individuals at least 18
years of age and older.
The researcher approached each respondent and solicited them to participate in
this study, instructing them that they were doing so of their own free will. The questions
initially inquired as to demographics such as age, sex, classification in college, college
major, marital status and number of dependents. The questions then inquired as to
whether or not the respondents participated in behaviors such as drinking alcohol, while
stressed, using drugs while stressed, eating junk food while stressed and participation in
high risk sexual behaviors, by answering true or false. The final set of question dealt
with the frequency ofparticipation in the above behaviors, by responding with one of the
following responses: "1" for "Never True"; "2" for "Rarely True"; "3" for "Sometimes but
Infrequently True"; "4" for "Most of the time True"; or "5" for "Almost or Always True".
Data Collection Procedure
A questionnaire was administered to collect data. Each participant was
administered the questionnaire individually over a 3 day period. All of the individuals
were administered the questionnaire individually and responded to the questions with no
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assistance from the researcher. The questionnaires consisted ofquestions regarding,
stress, alcohol use, drug use, eating habits and sexual activity.
Method ofAnalysis
The method ofanalysis that comprised this study consisted of frequency
distributions. The inferential statistics in this study utilized Pearson's correlational r, with
Bivariate analysis of coefficients. The data obtained in this study was coded into a
computer and analyzed by the use of the statistical computer program Statistical
Packages for the Social Science.^
^N.H. Nie, D.H. Hull, J.C. Jenkins, and K. Steinbrunner. Statistical Package for
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Questionnaire Data Part I
(N=35)
1) I know when I am stressed, because my body reacts in a specific way.
True 94.3%
False 5.7%
Mean 1.057 Standard dev. .236
2) When I feel stressed, I enjoy drinking alcohol to help me relax.
True 14.3%
False 85.7%
Mean 1.857 Standard dev. .355
3) I use marijuana or other drugs to help me through stressful episodes.
True 8.6%
False 91.4%
Mean 1.914 Standard dev. .284
4) I eat junk food to help me relax.
True 42.9%
False 57.1%
Mean 1.571 Standard dev. .502
5) Drinking alcohol helps me to calm down.
True 22.9%
False 77.1%
Mean 1.771 Standard dev. .426
6) I avoid using marijuana or other drugs when I am feeling overwhelmed.
True 58.8%
False 41.2%
Mean 1.412 Standard dev. .500
7) I think I could handle a stressful situation better, if I ate some junk food.
True 17.1%
False 82.9%
Mean 1.829 Standard dev. .382
8) It takes more than one person to satisfy me sexually.
True 8.6%
False 91.4%
Mean 1.914 Standard dev. .284
9) It takes more than 3 alcoholic beverages to get me drunk(intoxicated).
True 14.7%
False 85.3%












I think I could handle a stressful situation better, if I drank some alcohol.
True 5.7%
False 94.3%
Mean 1.943 Standard dev. .236




Mean 1.886 Standard dev. .323
I enjoy trying out new things sexually.
True 60.0%
False 40.0%
Mean 1.400 Standard dev. .497
I like to drink alcohol only during special occasions.
True 48.6%
False 51.4%
Mean 1.514 Standard dev. .507




Mean 1.413 Standard dev. .355
My sex life is unsatisfying with only one person.
True 8.6%
False 91.4%










I practice safe sex.
Never true 5.7%
Rarely true 2.9%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 5.7%
Most of time true 20.0%
Almost or Always true 65.7%
Mean 4.371 Standard dev.
1 enjoy drinking alcohol.
Never true 28.6%
Rarely true 22.9%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 37.1%
Most of time true 8.6%
Almost or Always true 2.9%
Mean 2.343 Standard dev.
1.114
1.083
At times 1 fell 1 am unable to handle stressful situations.
Never true 14.3%
Rarely true 34.3%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 37.3%
Most of time true 11.4%
Almost or Always true 2.9%
Mean 2.543 Standard dev.
1 use marijuana or other drugs
Never true 88.6%
Rarely true 0%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 8.6%
Most of time true 2.9%
Almost or Always true 0%
Mean 1.257 Standard dev.
.980
.741
20) 1 consider sex to be a casual activity.
Never true 51.4%
Rarely true 20.0%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 17.1%
Most oftime true 8.6%
Almost or Always true 2.9%











I use food as a stress reliever.
Never true 25.7%
Rarely true 22.9%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 25.7%
Most of time true 14.3%
Almost or Always true 11.4%
Mean 2.629 Standard dev. 1.330
All in All, I feel I handle stress in a positive manner.
Never true 0%
Rarely true 2.9%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 28.6%
Most of time true 45.7%
Almost or Always true 22.9%
Mean 3.886 Standard dev. .796
Drinking alcohol helps to calm my nerves.
Never true 62.9%
Rarely true 17.1%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 14.3%
Most of time true 5.7%
Almost or Always true 0%
Mean 1.629 Standard dev. .942
I enjoy eating fast foods when I am stressed.
Never true 34.3%
Rarely true 22.9%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 25.7%
Most of time true 11.4%
Almost or Always true 5.7%
Mean 2.314 Standard dev. 1.231
I use marijuana or other drugs to help me through stressful periods.
Never true 88.6%
Rarely true 0%
Sometimes, but infrequently true 5.7%
Most of time true 2.9%
Almost or Always true 2.9%







1. When I feel stressed, I enjoy drinking alcohol to help me relax. .2527
2. I use marijuana or other drugs to help me through stressful episodes. .3457
3. Drinking alcohol helps me to calm down. .1809
4. It takes more than one person to satisfy me sexually. .2516
5. I think I could handle a stressful situation better, if I drank some
alcohol. .1210
6. Smoking marijuana or other drugs during stressful times is not
uncommon. .2911
7. I usually handle stressful episodes without using alcohol, marijuana or
other drugs. .1487
8. I enjoy drinking alcohol. .4649
9. I use marijuana or other drugs. .4970
10.1 consider sex to be a casual activity. .5586*
11.1 use food as a stress reliever. . 1524
12. Drinking alcohol helps calm my nerves. .3721




All of the respondents in this study were African American female college
students, as that was a prerequisite to participate in this study. The younger aged
students, 18- 25 years old, had the highest representation among the respondents,
constituting 74.3% of the sample population.
Graduate students, 37.1% were ranked the highest among classification, with the
classification of Senior, following a close second, 28.6% and students classified as a
Sophomore, falling third, representing 22.9%. Freshman and Junior's, were ranked
fourth, with 5.7% for both classifications.
Among the data pertaining to college major, marital status and number of
dependents, with respondents from the Social Work major had the highest representation
among the sample population, with 37.1%. However, the major category was well
dispersed, with respondents from Education 5.7%, Business 11.4%, Social Science
20.0% and the Human/Biological Science 25.7%, majors, being represented in this
study. 71.4% of the respondents were single and 80% of the participants reported having
no dependents.
On responding to the question, I know when I am stressed, because my body
reacts in a specific way, 94.3% of the respondents answered true and 5.7% of the
respondents responded to the question with false.
Eight-five point seven percent of the respondents indicated false to enjoying to
drink alcohol to help relax, when they feel stressed, with 14.3% indicating they did enjoy
drinking alcohol to help them relax when feeling stressed.
Using marijuana or other drugs to help get through stressful episodes was not
frequently used with 91.4% of the respondents answering false and 8.6% answering true.
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Eating junk food to help relax, 42.9% of respondents answered true and 57.1% of
the respondents answered false. Drinking alcohol to help calm down, respondents
reported was not used often, with 77.1% answering false and 22.9% answering, true.
Avoidance ofmarijuana and other drugs, when feeling overwhelmed, showed
41.2% of the respondents answering false and 58.8% of the respondents answering true.
Using junk food to better handle stressful situations, showed 82.9% of the respondents
indicating false and 17.1% indicating true.
Ninety-one point four percent of the respondents indicated it does not take more
than one person to satisfy them sexually and 8.6% of the respondents answered true or
yes it does take more then one person. 85.3% of the respondents stated it does not take
more the three alcoholic beverages to get them drunk(intoxicated.
Using alcohol to handle a stressful situation better, was not used often, 94.3% of
the respondents answered false. Also 88.6% of the respondents indicated smoking
marijuana or other during stressful times was uncommon for them.
When responding to the question concerning trying out new things sexually and
enjoying it, 60% of the respondents indicated they did enjoy trying out new things
sexually. Drinking alcohol during special occasions, showed 51.4% of the participants
responding that they did not drink only during special occasions and 48.6% of the
respondents saying yes to only drinking alcohol during special occasions.
When responding to stressful episodes 85.7% of the respondents indicated they
usually handle these episodes with out using alcohol, marijuana or other drugs. Being
sexually satisfied by one person, showed 91.4% of the respondents indicating only one
person was able to sexually satisfy them.
On the practice of safe sex, 65.7% of the respondents indicated the almost or
always practiced safe sex and 2.9% reported rarely practicing safe sex. Thirty-seven
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point one percent of the respondents enjoyed drinking alcohol sometimes, but not often
with 2.9% of the respondents indicating they almost or always enjoyed drinking alcohol.
Thirty-seven point three percent of the respondents indicated, sometimes they felt
unable to handle stressful situations, with 34.3% stating they rarely felt they were unable
to handle stressful situations and 2.9% stating they almost or always felt they were unable
to handle stressful situations.
Of the respondents 88.6% reported never using marijuana or other drugs and
51.4% reported never considering sex to be a casual activity. 88.6% of the respondents
never uses marijuana or other drugs to help get through stressful periods.
Response to eating fast food when stressed varied, with 34.3% indicating never
true; 22.9% stating they rarely relied on eating fast food when stressed; 25.7% indicating
sometimes they enjoyed fast food when stressed; 11.4% stating most of the time, they
enjoyed fast food and 5.7% reporting the almost or always enjoyed eating fast foods
when stressed. Using food as a stress reliever, showed 25.7% of the respondents
indicating sometimes, but not often, food was used as a stress reliever; another 25.7%
indicating food was never used as the stress reliever; 22.9% answered rarely; 14.3%
responded most of the time and 11.4% stated food was used almost always as a stress
reliever.
Of the respondents 62.9% reported never using alcohol to help calm nerves;
17.1% rarely used alcohol to calm them down; 14.3% sometimes used alcohol and 5.7%
used alcohol to clam nerves, most of the time.
Forty-five point seven percent of the respondents felt they handled stress in a
positive maimer most of the time; 28.6% reported sometimes they handled stress in a
positive manner; 22.9% indicated they almost always handled stress in a positive manner
and 2.9% stated they rarely felt they handled stress in a positive marmer.
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Discussion of the Bivariate Analysis
In order to determine a statistical liner association between the independent
variable stress and the dependent variables; alcohol use, drug use, eating patterns and
sexual promiscuity, a Pearson's 'r* correlation coefficient analysis was conducted on the
variables. There was a low statistically significant relationship found between stress and
considering sex to be a casual activity, .5586. However, no significant statistical
relationship was found between alcohol use, drug use and eating patterns, consequently it
is necessary to accept the null hypothesis.
CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The researcher developed the questionnaire to alloAv respondents to indicate the
types of risk-taking behaviors used to help combat stress and the frequency in which
those behaviors were used by the respondents. As was previously mentioned, sex was the
only variable found to have a statistically significant relationship with stress.
In the area ofbeing able to identify when one is stressed, a large percentage of
respondents indicated they were able to identify when stress is a factor based on their
bodily functions. Also, a substantial number of the respondents indicted that they
handled stress in a positive manner, most of the time. These findings are inconsistent
with the literature on stress among Afncan American females, which suggest that Afncan
American women in general, are unaware ofwhen they are experiencing high amounts of
stress.
Similar to the literature on alcohol use among Afncan American female students,
which indicates that. Black female students reportedly drink alcohol mostly to celebrate
or during special occasions. This study also found that approximately halfof the
respondents reported, they only drink alcohol during special occasions and not to help
cope with stressful situations. The frequency of drug use among the respondents was
relatively low, with the respondents also indicating that they, do not use marijuana or
other drugs when stressed.
Although the eating habits of the respondents from this study was not found to
have a statistically significant relationship with stress, as the literature would suggest. It
is interesting to note that a substantial portion of the respondents in this study reported
they did eat junk food to help relax. Along with over halfof the respondents indicating
47
48
they did use food as a stress reliever, ranging from using food sometimes to almost
always.
Despite the low statistically significant relationship found between sex and stress,
one of the identified risk taking behaviors of the study; the relationship between risk¬
taking behaviors and stress overall, while detectable was not statistically significant
enough to disprove the null hypothesis.
Limitations of the Study
The questionnaires were self-reporting; consequently the participants, could
answer the questions as they felt appropriate. The respondents may also have been
somewhat leery of the questions asked, specifically those pertaining to personal issues.
Also, the researcher did not have any mechanisms for determining if the respondents
were telling the truth.
Although all of the respondents solicited for this study did take part. Another
possible limitation to this study could be the small number of respondents who
participated in the study. It is believed that ifmore respondents had taken part in the
study, possibly from colleges and universities outside of the metro Atlanta area, a more
diverse set of responses would have been obtained. Consequently, having an effect on
the possible relationship between the independent and dependent variables.
Within the review of the literature, the researcher found and extensive literature
gap on information specifically pertaining to African American female students.
Subsequently, the researcher had to infer a lot of the findings on alcohol use, drug use,
sexual activity and eating habits, among Black students to Afncan American female
students. It was also interesting to the researcher that the literature on risk-taking among
African American students is virtually non-existent. Moreover, because the literature on
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risk-taking in general is conducted on adult males, consistent literature pertaining to the
prevalence of risk-taking and/or risk-taking behaviors among women is limited.
Implications for Social Work Practice
Functioning within the health care provision spectrum, the social worker will
assist students, as well as adults in effectively dealing with stress. This is accomplished
by assisting the individuals in identifying social stressors and the devastating impact of
stress on the individuals ability to function effectively. The Afrocentric Framework
explains the need for the individual to become more selfaware in developing strategies
for dealing with stress.
One of the most discussed problems that affects individuals and their families in
all aspects of their lives is stress. Because stress is capable ofhaving such a profound
effect on individuals and their families, teaching individuals how to become in-tune with
(to
their bodies, thus making them aware of their own limitations will be instrumental in the
how social workers begin to empower their clients.
Knowledge is power and one important aspect ofempowerment is to provide
information for action. When the practitioner has accessibility to information regarding
methods and/or strategies successfully utilized by other individuals and/or families who
experience the same challenges, it is a form ofempowerment. These strategies can prove
to be extremely beneficial to the population being served. Strategies/methods of this type
can be assimilated during individual, family and/or group sessions and provide inroads




As a second year student in the Social Work program at Clark Atlanta University
School ofSocial Work, I am in the process of collecting data for my thesis. My research
is involved with some of the factors which influence African American women in their
decision-making process. I am going to ask you to fill out a questioimaire which should
take you approximately 5 to 10 minutes to complete.
Your participation in this study is, purely voluntary. All of the information which
you provide will be strictly confidential. Please supply all of the information pertaining
to your personal data on the face sheet. Please read each question from the questionnaire
carefully. It is very important that you provide an answer for each question on the
questionnaire.
It is important that you do not discuss these questions with anyone, as I will be
distributing them to other classes. I will be available to answer any questions you may
have, please feel free to contact me at; Clark Atlanta University, Graduate Department,
School of Social Work, Haven Warren Hall, Atlanta, Ga. 30315, or call (404) 880-8555.












Number of Dependents (if applicable):
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Questionnaire
Please respond to each question by answering. True or False. Remember to mark a
response for each item in this section, by circling "T” for True or, ”F" for False.
T F 1. I know when I am stressed, because my body reacts in a specific way.
T F 2. When I feel stressed, I enjoy drinking alcohol to help me to relax.
T F 3.1 use marijuana or other drugs to help me through stressful episodes.
T F 4. leatjunkfoodtohelpmetorelax.
T F 5. Drinking alcohol helps me to calm down.
T F 6. I avoid using marijuana or other drugs when I am feeling
overwhelmed.
T F 7. I think I could handle a stressful situation better, if I ate some junk
food.
T F 8. It takes more than one person to satisfy me sexually.
T F 9. It takes more than 3 alcoholic beverages to get me drunk(intoxicated).
T F 10. I think I could handle a stressful situation better, if I drank some
alcohol.






12. I enjoy trying out new things sexually.
13. I like to drink alcohol only during special occasions.
14. I usually handle stressful episodes without using alcohol, marijuana
or other drugs.
15. My sex life is unsatisfying with only one person.
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Questionnaire Part 11
Please respond to the questions by choosing one of the following responses, to go in
the blank.
Choose a, 1 if your answer is: Never true.
Choose a, 2 ifyour answer is: Rarely true.
Choose a, 3 if your answer is: Sometimes, but infrequently true.
Choose a, 4 ifyour answer is: Most of the time true.
Choose a, 5 if your answer is: Always or almost always true.
16. I practice safe sex.
17. I enjoy drinking alcohol.
18. At times I feel I am unable to handle stressful situations.
19. I use marijuana or other drugs.
20. I consider sex to be a casual activity.
21. I use food as a stress reliever.
22. All in all, I feel I handle stress in a positive manner.
23. Drinking alcohol helps to calm my nerves.
24. I enjoy eating fast food when 1 am stressed.
25. I use marijuana or other drugs to help me through stressful periods.
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